Abstract
Introduction and Research Background
Assessment is an integral part of teaching and learning. (Hamp-Lyons & Condon, 2000) Every teacher knows this well. But what do their students think about assessment? What are their views regarding the advantages and disadvantages of using assessment techniques in EFL classrooms? Recently, in Albania, assessment has become a buzz word and teachers are on their first steps of using alternative means of assessment rather than the traditional testing methods. The current pilot study examines students' perceptions of assessment in an EFL setting, at the secondary level education in Albania. For this pilot study, questionnaires were collected from 80 students of the sixth grade, in seven separate 9-year schools in Elbasan, Albania.
What Exactly is "Assessment" and How Does it Differ from "Testing"?
The term assessment has been widely used in education circles around the world as well as in Albania, but it is often found that the terms "testing" and "assessment" are used synonymously, which is not right. "A test is a method of measuring a person's ability or knowledge in a given domain, with an emphasis on the concepts of method and measuring. Tests are instruments that are (usually) carefully designed and that have identifiable scoring rubrics. Tests are prepared administrative procedures that occupy identifiable time periods in a curriculum when learners muster all their faculties to offer peak performance, knowing that their responses are being measured and evaluated" (Brown, 2007) . On the other hand, assessment is an ongoing process which lies in a much wider domain. Every time a student answers a question, gives a comment, or tries to pronounce a new word, phrase or concept the teacher unconsciously makes an assessment of the student's performance. According to Brown, a good teacher never ceases to assess students, whether those assessments are incidental or intentional.
After this analysis, it becomes obvious that tests are only subsets of assessment, but they certainly are not the only forms of student assessment. Tests are used by teachers as very useful and effective tools to measure students' knowledge, but they constitute only a part of many other procedures and tools that teachers can use to assess their students. Therefore, throughout the following paper, the use of the term assessment will include testing in itself as an assessment tool while the latter will be considered more comprehensive and more global than testing.
Research questions and methodology
Three research questions (RQ's) were devised for this pilot study:
-What effects does assessment have on the students? -When, what and how are students assessed and tested? -Are students given the possibility to self -assess or peer -assess?
The questionnaire consists of two sections, where the first section seeks to collect general bio data on students more specifically on school name, grade, and their age group. While the second section seeks to estimate the impact assessment has on them, the frequency of its performance by teachers, types of activities included, where they focus more, the most common mistakes students make when being tested and assessed, etc.
Of the 15 items on the self-report questionnaire, four items were bio-data questions. Four items consisted of Yes/No questions combined with six multiple choice questions and an open response follow-up question at the end. All items were followed by comment spaces where students had the chance to better elaborate their thoughts and ideas. The items used in the questionnaire were based on Shimo (2003) and adapted to measure learner responses from an assessment point of view. The questionnaire was written originally in Albanian and it was given to students during the final December class of the winter 2012 semester. All student responses to open-ended were written first in Albanian and then translated into English by the researcher.
Student perceptions of assessment and traditional tests
Let's see and analyze the data collected from the questionnaire:
First question: "What effects do tests have on your learning of the English language?" : Some of the comments given by the students were: -Tests make me feel stressed and I always receive lower grades that when the teacher interrogates me during the lesson. -Whenever I have an English exam I always try to take notes of the teacher's instructions about the exam and I try to learn even harder. -I love English tests! It is my most favorite subject at school. -The exams our teacher prepares are too easy and most of the time we take good grades. -Tests are very important because they show to our teacher and to our parents our progress in English. As it can be seen from the above answers and comments, the students are divided into two nearly equal major groups. While one group is composed of students that are stimulated to learn more because the need to prepare for their exams, the other one includes students that feel extremely nervous and anxious before the English tests and consequently receive low grades in the end. Despite these diverse answers, it should be noted that students of this fairly young age have the tendency to consider tests and examinations as a necessary and obligatory tool for the assessment of their knowledge. They are generally positive towards any type of activity proposed by their teachers, even testing.
The second question: "What are the problems you encounter whenever you sit for an exam? It is clear from the collected responses that the students encounter difficulties adapting to the level of the exercises in the test or in various words they are not familiar with. In spite of this, the comments received resulted very helpful into creating a better picture of the typology of the problems that students generally have to face whenever they sit for an exam. Hence, below are listed some of the most typical notes written by the students: -Many of the exam exercises are new to us. We have never dealt with similar exercises in class but nevertheless the teacher is willing to explain these exercises to us before the test begins. -The teacher tries to explain the words which are unknown to us but she doesn't translate each and every word. -I sometimes do not understand what I need to do in a particular exercise. Our teacher talks in English all the time, even when she explains the exam. . Third question: "How many times a year are you assessed (through tests or even through other assessment tools that the teacher has chosen to you for your assessment). The responses were these: In the responses given, it is easy to notice an odd distribution of the respective percentages. Maybe, this happens due to the fact that not all the students are assessed with the same frequency and rhythm compared to other students. Another reason is that different teachers apply a different number of assessment tools in their classrooms. This logic is also mirrored in the below comments that the students gave: -My teacher assesses me only during/after exams and tests, because I am not active during classes.
-I receive a lot of grades throughout the school year because she interrogates me a lot.
-Our teacher prepares many 20-minute long tests for only 5 or 6 students and this is how we receive most of the grades throughout the school year. -Formal tests are scheduled twice per term and the teacher hands back the marked tests for us to show our parents. The fourth question: "How often does the teacher explain the test articles in the test?: As it can be noted, the majority of the students receive the necessary explanations for the exam questions from their teachers and for 69% of the students, this phenomenon happened frequently. This is a very positive indicator and it needs to be appreciated because the guidelines and explanations received prior and during the exam are very important and closely related to the test results. Taking into consideration the young age of the students and their respective language competence, it is mandatory for them to be given the adequate explanations by their teachers regarding the content of the exam. The fifth question: "What do you notice about your mistakes in the test after it has been graded and marked by your teacher?"
The respective responses and percentages were as follows:
MCSER Publishing, Rome-Italy From the many comments received by the students, we are listing some of them: -I make more mistakes in the correct spell of the words rather than in grammar, but our teacher is very interested in the grammar aspect of the exam. -To me, grammar is very difficult and it is in grammar that I make the most mistakes.
-In English words are pronounced differently and written differently and this is why I make numerous mistakes in writing, I keep forgetting the right spelling of the words. In Albanian I find it easier because words are written as they are spoken!!! -The word order in the English language is different from the Albanian word order and my problem is that I don't think in English but I still think in Albanian and then translate the sentence into English. This is why I make a lot of mistakes in correctly ordering the words in a sentence. It is interesting to notice that it is the lexical errors and mistakes in word order that prevail compared to the problems that the students encounter with grammar issues. This phenomenon can be explained with the fact that the teachers pay a lot of attention during class hours to the grammar elements of the language rather than the lexical ones. What is more, the huge difference between the two respective languages, impede the students from correctly ordering the words in the sentences and even from correctly writing them.
The sixth question: "In what type of exercises do your teachers focus more when they test or assess you? Even in this question it can be noted that the grammar exercises take up most of the time and space in tests and assessment. Teachers put a lot more emphasis on the application of these types of exercises compared to others. Let's look more closely at how this phenomenon is reflected in some of the comments offered by the students: -Grammar is more important than anything else in the case of the English language and our teacher keeps reminding this to us. -Without grammar we can not create sentences! -I do not spend a lot of time learning new words, but I always try to learn grammar rules. Our teacher always asks us to deal with grammar exercises. It is quite interesting to see that this focus on grammar is a direct consequence of the teachers' statements about the superior importance of this linguistic element among others. Consequently, students spend much of their time and energy just focusing on grammar exercises. It is widely accepted that grammatical issues and problems should be highlighted and analyzed carefully by teachers but this does not mean that they should prevail against other linguistic issues. A thorough orientation to the Grammar-Translation method is proved to have brought deep problems in the real future communication of the students in a foreign environment and setting. It is necessary that teachers start by reflecting to the students the change of this course and direct them to other linguistic exercises and equate the role and importance of each of them in the EFL classroom.
While the seventh question was focused more on the skill elements: "In what skills in the use of English do your teachers focus more when they test or assess you?
MCSER Publishing, Rome-Italy Vol 4 No 11 October 2013 Once again we see a disproportionate share of the weight that the students' language skills have in the assessment process. On one hand, there is an overload on the assessment of the writing ability as this is a skill which can not be overlooked during classes. On the other hand, the speaking skill is less stressed and even less importance is given to the reading skill. It is interesting to notice that no student responded positively about the listening skill. This clearly shows a total lack of the application of listening activities, at least in terms of assessment. It is worth mentioning that the term 'listening' in the questionnaire refers to the listening exercises and activities that are part of the student's textbook the students used which is accompanied by audio material that would offer students a variety of voices, pronunciation, dialects and intonations. Naturally, students practice listening skills by listening to the teacher and to each other but these listening activities are not always correct and this is the reason why in this study we take into analysis the intensive listening skill through audio materials. This aspect was made known to the students and teachers together at the very beginning of the research so that they were as clear as possible when analyzing and giving their answers.
The eighth question: "When do your teachers give you feedback on your assessment?" The responses were as follows: Table 8 .
Responses
Nr % Only after exams and tests 63 79 % Whenever you prepare homework, essays, presentations etc. 11 14 % Whenever you are unprepared 6 7 %
As it can be seen from the results, it seems clear that the exams are the key elements that students believe that teachers use to assess. Perhaps it is also because this is a tangible and visible assessment, which is declared and made known to the students in writing whenever they are given back their marked exams. Accordingly, these are the assessments that students recognize as such. This mode of thinking is found reflected even in their comments: -My English teacher puts me a grade only when we do exams.
-Whenever we prepare homework or class work, we discuss them in the classroom but we are not given a grade for this. -We receive grades when we do an exam but we also receive a low grade when we are unprepared. The ninth and the tenth questions: Question 9 "Does your teacher give you the possibility to assess yourself? Question 10 "Have you ever assessed your classmates?" These were the responses: Students generally responded negatively on the provision of an opportunity to assess each other. Furthermore, these data shows that the 80 students participating in this study admitted that they were never given the opportunity to assess themselves. Both these figures tell us a lot about the role of teachers and students in the assessment process in particular, and perhaps even on that of teaching in general. This is a problematic element especially if we take into consideration the role that self-esteem plays in today's pedagogy of teaching foreign languages. The mentality of teachers who view assessment as a right that belongs only to them and that can not be exercised though informally by students is deeply rooted and it will naturally take time, will and hard work to get changed. Comments of students, some of which are presented below, materialized our assumptions on these issues: Comments on question 9.
-We cannot assess ourselves; the teacher can do this because she knows more than we do.
-We are still too young to assess ourselves.
-I still do not enough English to correct myself or my mistakes -It is the teacher's task to assess us. Our task is to learn. For question number 10 the comments received were: -I am very curious to see what evaluation my friend has received by the teacher, but I am not able to assess him or her. -Once, the teacher told us to take our friend's homework and correct it. After we finished with our corrections, together with the teacher we went through all the exercises so as to see if we had made any mistakes in our correction. I really liked this experience because I felt as a teacher. -We are not capable of assessing one another, because some students are good at English and some others are not. -We tried this once in class, but my friend's handwriting was so bad that I couldn't understand it. From these comments and from many other similar ones, it is clear that peer assessment and self-assessment are two skills that have not received due attention in the teaching process. Still today, the teacher plays a central role in class and students are those who follow the guidelines and assessment given by the teacher only.
The last question of our questionnaire required from the students to think critically about assessment in general and the followed procedures in particular. Through this questionnaire, we offered to the students the opportunity that for just a brief moment they could be put in the role of their assessors and think about possible improvements to the process. Responses have been varied and sometimes surprising. Let us see some of them as follows:
-There should be more exams during the school terms.
-We need to be assessed more and this assessment should be shown to us. -There are many cases when our teachers do not tell us what grades we have received, and such a phenomenon worries our parents who are confronted with a lower grade than expected at the end of the school year. -It would be great if our teachers explained to us the particular grade we might have received in an exam and after that give to us the right solutions to the problems. -Our teacher does not usually correct our homework and I spend a lot of time at home preparing them. I would like to be given a grade even about my homework. -I would love to be given the opportunity to assess myself and my friends because I believe that in this way we will be able to better understand our mistakes in English. It is evident from these responses that students are generally capable of critically viewing the learning process and they draw their own conclusions about possible improvements in this area.
Conclusion
Learners in this pilot study agreed that tests and assessments made them learn more as they needed to achieve good results and thus they were encouraged to review previously acquired knowledge in order to be ready for the next assessment. However, there were some of them for whom the aspect of testing and assessment constituted a difficult moment. Before, during and after the process, they felt under psychological pressure.
The study clearly showed that grammar and writing exercises prevailed in comparison with other types of testing articles. Few were those students who mentioned exercises in reading and speaking while students did not mention any of the listening exercises. Most of the respondents had full confidence that grammar exercises were the most important ones and therefore these should be best learned as the teachers put a lot of emphasis on these types of exercises. The message from teachers to students was: without grammar one can not learn a foreign language.
Many of the respondents replied that many of the mistakes they made related to grammar elements. Many of the students stated that they often failed to correctly write many words in the English language in their writing. They expressed that it was difficult to memorize the exact spelling of English words, because it required that they not only learn the correct pronunciation and meaning of the word, but also the way it was correctly written.
Learners in this pilot study agreed that self and peer assessment offer an assessment not available through traditional testing: learners can have their learning processes assessed and are provided with the chance to reflect about their own work. Self and peer assessment also can provide learners with ample feedback from peer and teachers, increasing cooperative learning and motivation.
It is quite interesting to note that there are many students who require more tests and more assessment activities by their teachers before they could set them a grade. It is the learners themselves that require to be evaluated not only through tests, but also through exercises in reading, writing and speaking. We regret to see that the students' responses in relation to listening activities were completely missing.
